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Summary 



Haiti faces several interrelated challenges, the most immediate being a lingering 
food crisis that in April 2008 led to deadly protests and the ouster of Haiti’s prime 
minister. Haiti also suffers from a legacy of poverty, unemployment, and under- 
development that is compounding security problems for its new and fragile democracy. 
On May 23, 2008, the Bush Administration announced that it would send an additional 
$25 million in emergency food aid to Haiti, bringing its total emergency contribution to 
$45 million. In late June 2008, Congress appropriated $1.2 billion in FY2008 and 
FY2009 supplemental assistance for P.L. 480 food aid in the FY2008 Supplemental 
Appropriations Act, H.R. 2642 (P.L. 110-252). Haiti is one of ten priority countries 
likely to receive a portion of that assistance. In June 2008, the House and Senate also 
passed the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (H.R. 6124/P.L. 1 10-246), the 
Farm Bill. Title XV includes the Haitian Hemispheric Opportunity through Partnership 
Encouragement (HOPE) Act of 2008, which provides tariff preferences forU.S. imports 
of Haitian apparel, its largest export sector. This report will not be updated. 



Background 

Haiti has had a long, difficult history highlighted by prolonged poverty, political 
instability, and underdevelopment resulting in a politically fragile state with the lowest 
standard of living in the Western Hemisphere. With the assistance of the United Nations 
Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) and large amounts of international aid, Haiti 
has been attempting to establish a foundation for longer-term economic development. 
Security issues have presented the primary risk to stability, while restoring economic 
growth, investment, employment, and access to basic social services have been the major 
and equally formidable challenges to sustainable development. 1 



1 For a summary of political events, see CRS Report RL32294, Haiti: Developments and U.S. 
Policy Since 1991 and Current Congressional Concerns , by Maureen Taft-Morales and Clare 
Ribando Seelke. For an analysis of obstacles to Haiti’s democratization, see Fatton, Robert Jr. 
Haiti’s Predatory Republic: The Unending Transition to Democracy. Boulder: Lynne Reinier 
Publishers. 2002. 
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Since assuming his second non-consecutive term of office in May 2006, President 
Rene Preval has emphasized the importance of rebuilding democratic institutions and 
establishing conditions for private investment to create jobs. The success of his 
government will depend largely on its ability to improve security and socioeconomic 
conditions in Haiti, a country in which 76% of the population lives on less than $2 a day. 
During his first two years in office, security conditions have improved, but Haitians have 
seen their already substandard living conditions deteriorate further with the rise in global 
food prices and recent devastation by a series of hurricanes. In a country where more than 
half of the working age population is unemployed, even many of those who have jobs do 
not earn enough to provide their families with more than one meal a day. 

Steeply rising food prices and resulting riots in Haiti were a catalyst for action by 
Congress and the Bush Administration. The 1 10 th Congress responded directly to Haiti’s 
immediate food needs, but has also taken the opportunity to advance legislation on other 
fronts it deems critical for Haiti’s longer term development. In April 2008, the House 
unanimously passed an amendment to the Jubilee Act (H. Arndt. 993 to H.R. 2634) that 
recommends immediate cancellation of Haiti’s outstanding multilateral debts. In June 
2008, the House and Senate passed the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (H.R. 
6 124/P. L. 110-246), the Farm Bill. Title XV includes the Haitian Hemispheric 
Opportunity through Partnership Encouragement (HOPE) Act of 2008, which gives trade 
preferences to U.S. imports of Haitian apparel. In late June 2008, Congress amended the 
Merida Initiative, an aid package for Mexico and Central America that was part of the 
FY2008 Supplemental Appropriations Act, H.R. 2642 (P.L. 110-252), to include 
counternarcotics funds for Haiti. 2 Some Members of Congress have also urged the 
Administration to grant temporary protected status (TPS) for Haitian immigrants living 
in the United States (H.R. 522). Collectively, these efforts form the basis for a 
multifaceted congressional response to Haiti’s stability and development challenges. 

Haiti’s Food Crisis 

Rising food prices are having economic and political effects around the world, but 
especially among poor people in low-income developing countries like Haiti. 3 Prices for 
basic food commodities in Haiti, the vast majority of which are imported, have risen by 
an average of 30-40% over the last year. In early April 2008, weeks of protests against 
rising food prices turned violent, with at least six people killed, including one U.N. 
peacekeeper. Haitians were reportedly frustrated by the Preval government’s lack of 
action and protests continued until the President announced a plan to partially subsidize 
the cost of rice. On April 12, Haiti’ s Prime Minister resigned after the Haitian Parliament 
accused him of mishandling the government’s response to the food crisis. 

Since then, the Haitian Parliament rejected two Preval nominees for Prime Minister 
on technical grounds, before ratifying Michele Pierre-Louis, who was sworn in on 
September 6, 2008. Nonetheless, the parliament, comprising 19 political parties, 
continues to be a fractious body, creating a serious governance challenge. Some 



2 See CRS Report RS22837, Merida Initiative: U.S. Anticrime and Coun terdrug Assistance for 
Mexico and Centred America , by Colleen W. Cook and Clare Ribando Seelke. 

3 For more information on the effects of rising food prices, see CRS Report RL34478, Rising 
Food Prices and Global Food Needs: The U.S. Response, by Charles E. Hanrahan. 




